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ELECTION ASSESSMENTS, FROM DEBATES TO ELECTION DAY 
CTAPE IN LIBRARY) 


CEDITORS: FOLLOWING ARE EXCERPTS FROM A VOA PANEL DISCUSSION OF 
THE FORD-CARTER DEBATES BY TIO AMERICAN POLITICAL 
SCIENTISTS, JAMES SUNNQUIST IS A SENIOR FELLOW AT 
THE BROOKINGS INSTITUTION WHO SPECIALIZES IN POLITICAL 
PARTIES AND GOVERNMENT INSTITUTIONS. MICHAEL ROBINSON 
IS AN ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR OF POLITICS AT CATHOLIC 
UNIVERSITY WHO HAS WRITTEN EXTENSIVELY ACOUT THE IMPACT 
OF TELEVISION ON THE POLITICAL PROCESS.) 

Q. ONE OF THE MOST PROMINENT TFLOVISION COMMENTATORS IN THIS 
COUNTRY SUGGESTED THE OTHER DAY THAT IN SEVERAL DECADES OF COVERING 
NATIONAL ELECTIONS, THIS WAS THE MOST TRIVIAL NATIONAL ELECTION 
IN TERMS OF THE SUBSTANCE OF THE ISSUES THAT HE COULD REMEMBER. 
AND WE ALL KNOW THE ISSUES APF THERE. THERE ARE CASIC 
DIFFERENCES, PARTICULARLY ECONOMIC DIFFERENCES, BETWEEN THE TWO 
PARTIES AND THE TWO MEN WHO REPRESENT THE PARTIES. UT THEY 
DIDN'T SEEM TO GET ARTICULATED PARTICULARLY WELL. AND YET WE HAD 
THESE DEBATES. WHAT HAPPENED? 

SUNDQUIST: I THINK YOU CAH BLAME THIS ON JITHY CARTER, HE 
HAS CHOSEN TO RUN THE KIND OF CAMPAIGN THAT AVOIDED ISSUCS. THIS 
IS SOMETIMES THE STRATEGY OF THE MAN WHO IS AHEAD. YOU KNOW, 

IF YOU'PE AHEAD, Wi1Y NOT COAST? AND RATHER THAN RISK ALIENATING 

PEOPLE BY TAKING A STRONG, AGGRESSIVE DEMOCRATIC LINE, HE HAS 

RUN AS KIND OF A MODERATE CONSERVATIVE. IT'S ONLY IN THE LAST 

COUPLE OF WEEKS THAT HE HAS REALLY SEGUN TO HIT THE GOOD OLD 

DEMOCRATIC ISSUES. 

ROBINSON: WELL, I'LL TAKE ISSUE WITH THE STATEMENT. I DON'T 
BELIEVE THAT THIS IS A HIGHLY TRIVIALIZED CAMPAIGN COMPARED WITH 
SOME IN THE PAST. I ACTUALLY THINK THAT THE ISSUES ARE MADE 
RELATIVELY CLEAR AND THE CANDIDATES’ POSITIONS ARE, BY AMERICAN 


STANDARDS, DISCREPANT FROM ONE ANOTHER. BUT . . . TO SOME DEGREE 
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THE CAMPAIGN HAS BEEN TRIVIALIZED, AND I'LL . . . SAY THAT 
TELEVISION HAS HELPED TO TRIVIALIZE IT. NOt! HOW IS THAT? OVER 
THE LAST EIGHT YEARS, OUR CANDIDATES FOR NATIONAL OFFICE !HAVE 
LEARNED: "DON'T SAY ANTHING."™ BECAUSE TELEVISION WILL DRIVE YOU 
INTO THE GROUND WITH IT. . . . ONE OF THE MOST INTERESTING 
REMARKS, OR SUGGESTIONS FOR POLICY INNOVATION, IN THIS CAMPAIGN, 
IN MY OPINION, WAS RONALD REAGAN'S REMARK THAT WE OUGHT TO 
GIVE NINETY CTHOUSAND MILLION) DOLLARS OF FEDERAL MONEY BACK TO 
THE STATES. NOW, I WOULD NOT HAVE SUPPORTED THAT HAD I BEEN A 
MEMBER OF CONGRESS. OUT IT WAS AN INTERESTING INEA AND ONE THAT 
FITS PERFECTLY WITH IDEAS OF REVENUE SHARING THAT "WE HAVE BEEN 
CONSIDERING IN THE U.S. AND YET, WHAT HAPPENS? WITHIN TWO DAYS 
THIS IS THE TELEVISION'S INDICATION THAT RONALD REAGAN IS CRAZY, 
IRRESPONSIBLE, EXTREMIST. OUR CANDIDATES AREN'T SO DUMB THAT THEY 
CANNOT LEARN, SO NO ONE'S GOING TO SAY ANYTHING OF ANY REALLY 
NEW NATURE IN A CAMPAIGN IN WHICH TELEVISION IS GOING TO TAKE 
THAT TO BE CHIS) PARTICULAR FOLLY. 

SUNDQUIST: MR, ROBINSON, WHY DO YOU SAY “TELEVISION?” 
WHY DON'T YOU SAY "THE MEDIA." DIDN'T THIS HAPPEN BEFORE WE 
HAD TELEVISION WHEN THERE WAS ONLY THE PRINT MEDIA? 

ROBINSON: WELL, I WOULD AGREE THAT PRINT WILL JUMP ON A 
NEW IDEA DURING A CAMPAIGN AND MAKE IT LOOK SILLY. BUT PRINT 
SIMPLY DOES NOT REACH THE KIND OF AUDIENCE AND PRINT DOESN'T 
UPSET THE CANDIDATE AS MUCH AS TELEVISION COVERAGE. AND 
TELEVISION REALLY HAS THIS VISUAL IMPACT. AFTER THE DEBATE 
WITH THE PRESIDENT MAKING HIS EASTERN EUROPEAN GAFFE, WHAT 
OO WE HAVE? WE HAVE, TIME AND AGAIN, ON TELEVISION INTERVIEWS 
IN POLISH AREAS IN CLEVELAND, CHICAGO -- ANY PLACE WHFRE THEY 


CAN FIND EASTERN EUROPEANS WHO WILL EXPRESS THEIR TOTAL, TOTAL 
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DISAPPROVAL OF WHAT THE PRESIDENT SAID, EVEN IF THEY ARE NOT 
SURE WHAT THE PRESIDENT SAID. AND I DO THINK THAT TELEVISION 
IS MORE LIKELY TO JUMP ON SOMETHING THAN PRINT BECAUSE TELEVISION 
IS LESS CONSIDERED THAN PRINT, AND ALSO BECAUSE THE CANDIDATES 
ARE MUCH MORE AFRAID OF A TELEVISION GAFFE THAN THEY ARE OF A 
PRINT GAFFE, 
-0- 

ROBINSON: I DO NOT REALLY DOUBT THAT . . . THE TELEVISION 
NEWS SYSTEM . . . HAS NOT CONTRIBUTED TO A DISENCHANTMENT WITH 
POLITICAL INSTITUTIONS AND ELECTIONS ANN POLITICAL LEADERS. 
BUT I WOULD SAY THAT THERE'S A NEW PHENOMENON GOING Of HERE. 
THE LEVEL OF EDUCATION IN AMERICA . . . SINCE 1960 HAS JUST 
SKYROCKETED, THE NUMBER OF COLLEGE GRADUATES AND THE NUMBER OF 
COLLEGE ENTRIES . . . IS REALLY EXPONENTIALLY GREATER TODAY THAN 
IN 1960. WHAT DOES THAT MEAN? WELL, IT MEANS THAT A LOT OF PEOPLE 
ARE REALLY MORE INTERESTED IN LESS BANAL CAMPAIGNS, LESS TRIVIAL 
CAMPAIGNS, LESS SILLY CAMPAIGNS. ON THF OTHER HAND, THE 
TELEVISION WAY OF COVERING A CAMPAIGN IS TRIVIAL, I5 BANAL, IS 
SILLY, AND PRODUCES, IN THE CANDIDATES, REMARKS THAT SOUND VERY 
MUCH BANAL, TRIVIAL AND SILLY. SO, IN A WAY, TELEVISION AND 
EDUCATION HAVE PUSHED US IN A POSITION OVER THE LAST SIXTEEN 
YEARS THAT WOULD LEAD US TO BE LESS LIKELY TO VOTE OR BE 
INTERESTED OR, AT LEAST, ENCHANTED WITH THE POLITICAL SYSTEM. ... 

Q. BUT WASN'T THAT ONE OF THE REASONS BEHIND THE DEBATES? 
THAT WE HAD TO GIVE THIS UNUSUALLY WELL-EDUCATED PUBLIC A CHANCE 
TO SEE FOR THEMSELVES AND TO MAKE THEIR OWN GENERALIZATIONS 
ABOUT THE CANDIDATES, AND NOT TO HAVE TO RELY ON WHAT REPORTERS 


SAID. AND WE HAD THESE DEBATES -- AN HOUR AND A HALF -- AND 
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EVERYBODY SAID, "THEY'RE TOO LONG, THEY'RE DULL, I FELL ASLFEP 
IN THE MIDDLE OF THEM." WHAT HAPPENED? 

SUNDQUIST: IT SEEMS TO NE THAT WE HAVE TO FIND SOME WAY 
OF RESTORING IN THE PEOPLE'S MINDS THE NOTION THAT THE POLITICAL 
PARTY IS AN IMPORTANT THINC. OUR PARTY OPGANIZATIONS HAVE SOME- 
WHAT FALLEN APART IN THIS COUNTRY AND THAT HAS MADE A BIG 
DIFFERENCE It THE VOTE TURNOUT, TOO, BECAUSE IN THE OLD DAYS, 
THE MACHINE, IN BOTH URBAN AND RURAL AREAS, WOULD GET THE VOTE 
OUT BECAUSE THE MEMBERS HAD A LOT OF MATERIAL THINCS AT STAKE. 
IF THEIR PARTY WON, THERE WERE A LOT OF GOODIES HANDED OUT. 
NOW, PART OF THE RESULT OF CLEANING UP OUR SYSTEM IS THAT PARTY 
MACHINES MO LONGER HAVE THAT KIND OF MOTIVATION, SO YOU HAVE TO 
APPEAL TO THE VOTER AS AN INDIVIDUAL TO GET OUT AND VOTE. WELL, 
THEY FEEL OPLIGED THEN TO LOOK AT THE TWO CANDIDATES, AND THE 
DEBATES REALLY HIGHLIGHT THE INDIVIDUAL AS DISTINCT FROM THF 
WHOLE GROUP -- THE PARTY, THE ORGANIZATION -- THAT HE REPRESENTS. 
SO THEY LOOK AT THEN, AND THCi THCY BEGIN TO THINK, "WELL, WHICH 
IS A NICER FELLOW? WHICH IS THE MORE HONEST? WHICH IS THE MORE 
SINCCRE? WHICH IS THE MORE RELIANLE7" AND THEY FORGET ALL 
ABOUT THE FACT THAT THERE ARE CREAT DIFFERFNCES BETYEEN THE 
PARTIES AND THAT THIS IS NOT A ONE-HAN GOVERNMENT. I Dot'T KNOW 
HOW YOU REVERSE THIS TREND. GETTING RID OF THE DERATES WOULN 


HELP." 
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